How Internalization of Symptoms of Anxiety and Depression Affect Alcohol Consumption in Undergraduate College Students by Cull, Stephanie
Internalizing Symptoms and Alcohol-Related Outcomes
Stephanie Cull1,2, Dr. Amy Adkins1, & Dr. Sally Kuo1
1Dept. of Psychology, 2Dept. of Sociology
Abstract
Research indicates a higher prevalence of  alcohol consumption 
among college student populations in the US. This behavior can 
lead to a wide array of  negative psychological, cognitive, and 
physiological outcomes. This research uses secondary data analysis 
from the Spit4Science data set to explore the effects of  
internalization of  symptoms of  anxiety and depression and their 
correlation to alcohol-related outcomes among undergraduate 
college students. The researchers hypothesized a direct positive 
correlation between internalization and alcohol-related outcomes. 
This research offers new insights into college students’ mental 
health needs which can help combat internalizing symptoms and 
the risky drinking behaviors associated with them.  
Introduction
Studies have shown a direct correlation between mental health 
symptoms and alcohol consumption and/or alcohol use disorder 
(AUD) (Acuff  et al., 2018; Borsari et al., 2018). When compared to 
other emerging adults, drinking to cope with anxiety and/or 
depression is more prevalent in college students (Kenney et al., 2018) 
and is a predictor for negative outcomes (Vernig & Orsillo, 2015).
Research Question: How do anxiety and/or depressive symptoms 
correlate to alcohol consumption and/or AUD?
Hypothesis: Students who suffer from anxiety and/or depression 
will be more likely to drink alcohol and/or suffer from AUD.
The study examined online data from the Year 1 Spring survey of  
Spit4Science cohorts 1-4 (n=7,040).
Spit4Science (S4S): A longitudinal study focused on how genes 
and environmental factors come together to influence college 
student substance use and emotional health (Dick et al., 2014).
Alcohol User Disorder (AUD) Score: Symptoms based on the 
DSM-5.  Symptoms had to occur 3 or more times to be counted.
Alcohol Consumption: Monthly consumptions of  grams of  
ethanol (frequency x quantity x 14 g ethanol/drink).
Anxiety and Depression: Sum scores were calculated based on a 
Likert scale of  possible answer choices—respondents had to 
answer at least 2 out of  4 questions for anxiety and 2 out of  4 
questions for depression.  Questions came from the SCL-90.
For more information, see https://osf.io/hqr2s/
Results/Discussion Conclusion
The study found a weak, positive, highly significant correlation 
between anxiety and both alcohol consumption as well as AUD. 
The study also found a weak, positive, highly significant correlation 
between depression and alcohol consumption as well as AUD.  
Though the correlations were weak, they do indicate that as 
symptoms of  anxiety and/or depression increase, alcohol 
consumption and/or AUD likelihood also increases. The results 
align with the hypothesis.  The researchers posit that if  the mean 
age of  participants had been above the legal drinking age instead of  
18.9 years, these correlations may have been stronger.  
These findings indicate a need for increased mental health services 
on college campuses as well as a need for the de-stigmatization of  
mental health so that students who need help will not be ashamed 
to seek it. These findings could also be used to advocate for policy 
change to increase the legal drinking age so as to deter college 
student drinking.  Some future directions could include research 
involving college students over the age of  21, looking at peer group 
influence on these correlations, as well as considering if  student 
housing options affect these correlations. 
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Methodology
Figure 1. Distribution of analysis variables in the sample.











r 0.03 0.16 0.03 0.14
p 0.01 <0.001 0.01 <0.001
• Anxiety and depressive symptoms were both significantly 
correlated with alcohol consumption and AUD symptoms.
• The correlation between internalizing symptoms AUD was 
stronger than the correlation between internalizing symptoms 
and alcohol consumption. 
